The traditional Chinese medicine banxia houpo tang improves swallowing reflex.
A marked depression of swallowing reflex has been found in patients with aspiration pneumonia. We have examined the effects of Banxia Houpo Tang (BHT, Hange Koboku-To in Japanese), on swallowing reflex among the elderly. Thirty-two patients, mean age 74.2 +/- 1.7 years who had at least one episode of aspiration pneumonia, were divided into two groups. Twenty patients took BHT extracts of 7.5 g per day for four weeks, and the other 12 patients took a placebo. The swallowing reflex was measured by a bolus injection of 1 ml of distilled water into the pharynx through a nasal catheter. The reflex was evaluated by the latency time of response, which was the time from the injection to the onset of swallowing. The latency of response decreased significantly from 11.6 +/- 3.0 sec to 2.6 +/- 0.4 sec in the group treated with BHT (p < 0.01), while in the other group with placebo it was from 11.0 +/- 4.0 to 10.8 +/- 3.6 (p > 0.5). Depletion of substance P in the pharynx causes impairments of the swallowing reflex. Substance P in the saliva of treated patients increased from 9.2 +/- 2.5 fmol/ml to 15.0 +/- 2.2 fmol/ml after BHT treatment (p < 0.01), while levels were 8.0 +/- 4.0 fmol/ml before and 7.1 +/- 3.1 fmol/ml after among the placebo group (no significant difference). We suggest that BHT improves the impaired swallowing reflex and may help to prevent aspiration pneumonia in the elderly.